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Secrets of successful applications for Pilot Scheme

AT|5e#E Staff reporter
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What matters in members’ applications is whether the projects meet their needs.
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embers by now should be quite familiar with the Pilot

Infor mation Technology Development Matching Fund
Scheme for Travel Agents (Pilot Scheme; see “Cover Story”, No.
2/2016), and how and why IT can help them give their business a
big push (see“Cover Story”, No. 3/2016). Established and funded
with HK$10 million by the Government, the Pilot Scheme is
aimed at subsidising SME travel agents, which employ fewer
than 50 staff, to adopt IT in their business.

Under the Pilot Scheme, the subsidised amount for each proj-
ect, capped at HK$100,000, is half of its cost, and the applicant must
contribute an amount no less than the subsidy in cash. The subsidy
cannot be used to purchase hardware or cover daily operational
expenses. Therefore, if the cost of a project includes the expenses
of buying computers, software subscriptions, employee salaries,
administrative costs and advertising fees, then the application is
ineligible.

When the application is approved, the travel agent needs to
sign a funding agreement with the TIC, and then begins its project
according to the rules. After the project is completed, it should sub-
mit a completion report and its audited accounts, and fulfil other re-
quirements, after which the subsidised amount will be reimbursed.
Nevertheless, it still needs to keep the project deliverables for two
years and observe some rules in promotional activities.

A total of 23 applications were submitted to the secretariat of the
Pilot Scheme during the first-round application period between 8
July and 7 September. As three applicants later withdrew their ap-
plications, the Vetting Committee only considered 20 applications
at two of its meetings held on 26 October and 9 November. The
assessment criteria include whether the applicants are eligible;
whether the technologies used in the projects can fulfil the
objectives of the Pilot Scheme, namely raising the productiv-
ity, service quality and competitiveness of the applicants; what
the anticipated results of the projects are; whether the costs
are reasonable and the projects practical; and whether the time

The Voice of TIC

13



FERBEEE | Cover Story

| 4]

AR

1258 — 8 — H Oy HGs o AL > R
NEBASZNTI - FrARGFECR T — AR
BEIR - JEAHER) B AR AR 2O W4 — A Sk
BT E Dk o F g RT R BB R A TR R
EHANH -

TEMERIHE D B —HERWE - 1
HAMUNEWENEER - KEWTRRCKEK - &
2 WOW R R B LT R AR o L
HA MR 5 HUO— B L8 o 2 BU Sl SR
TEAME S H v B 5 55 = B0 I R 2 B
5 FERT B Aok il T B T A X > A v 81 2 H DA 2
HIfy o ZRIEH P RHERZR > it RUI& % 6
ERPFIT R > NUCEE LA o LU 2 — S IA
H> HEEGAGHMEL e BNEH > BACK
TR ERE -

TEREUETR H BT & WA EFERT AP SRR AL L
AT LT AT O R A0 7 A S T DA R M S O
5% o BV A LTI IRATALACET - S
SEFE i ARV > (HHEAEAR T AT 0 2 W 2 A
B E L E B T R R S B A A B
WAV o B BIRMEAIZE o TR R 49 RO A S IR > T
VB HEE - WER ~ MR FPEE - FILHEDT &5
MR ZRER - Wi HA SRS » ST RIIR 46
BINT o fER BRSO - ALREEE R —ME T
ST ARG AR - B A A ET E
1> R AN S O A R

A —RIHH F R 2 — I o ) BUA I R ok ok
R AE R A b 4 R B SR A A R ARSI
BITEE RS RO > 7T LU AR A 7] ik
FE fl o A iE NBESE iR > T AV PAEAL SRS B
BRI B A I T 1 P PR Sk A5 1 BE > A AR R 15
b 2 B R M P s R (I i A B
NG T il S B U Y ) > SORTRE R ST
A T T B R ) A A IR T A R B A
TE > Remmifem A A=A .

B BRI R R B M SR AR )

Bl

needed to complete the projects meets the requirement.

Of the 20 first-round applications, 17 were approved, which
represents a success rate of 85%. All the applicants were informed
of the results in late November, and each successful applicant is re-
quired to sign with the TIC in January next year a funding agreement,
which details the subsidised amount and the terms and conditions.

While the majority of the 17 approved projects have one ele-
ment only, several have two to four elements. The most popular
element, as you may predict, is to implement an online book-
ing and payment system, included in nine projects, which is
followed by, in six projects, the attempt to launch a new web-
site or revamp an existing one. The third popular element, the
aim of two projects, is to develop a mobile app for booking and
payment. As for the remaining elements included in these projects,
they can hardly be categorised since they only cater for the peculiar
needs of the applicants. Let’s take a look at some of the approved
projects, and see if they can inspire other members to think up some
creative ideas for their own projects.

The travel products available for the online booking and pay-
ment systems in the approved projects are air tickets, hotel rooms
and air-plus-hotel packages. Whereas these products are the natural
choice for first-time attempts at taking online bookings, there is in
fact a wide range of possibilities in what may be offered next: tickets
for concerts and reservations in renowned restaurants, to name just
two examples. Members should also realise that when their po-
tential customers search for travel products, they may consider
various factors such as the price, time, grade, etc of the prod-
ucts, and therefore a user-friendly booking system that allows
its users to have a range of choices may appeal to people of dif-
ferent ages. When it comes to online payment, some applicants will
use only one type of electronic payment, and some will use several.
There is no universally applicable rule here because different types
of electronic payment have their pros and cons.

One of the elements in a project is to revamp the existing com-
pany website in such a way that the applicant can create a travel
blog for each of its customers on the new website, and the page
views of the blogs, just like the reward points of credit cards, can be
redeemed for its travel products. The beauty of this idea is that it can
kill three birds with one stone by taking advantage of the enthu-
siasm of Hongkongers, eager travellers themselves, for sharing or
showing off on social media the photos or videos they have taken
while travelling: to satisfy its customers’ urge to share with others
the joy and insights they have gained on their trips, to build up cus-
tomer loyalty, and to boost sales through its customers’ travel blogs,
which can draw Internet surfers to the company website.

If members think that IT can only be helpful for outbound busi-
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ness, then they are wrong. One of the applicants specialises in in-
depth guided eco-tours in Hong Kong, which, despite being a niche
market, is profitable because some local and overseas travellers are in-
terested in the unexplored side of Hong Kong’s countryside. In-depth
eco-tours of this kind, however, are not easy to organise because, for
one thing, the tours may have to be suddenly cancelled on occasion
because of some unexpected reasons such as bad weather, and for
another, there are not many guides who are qualified for leading these
tours. This applicant, therefore, wishes to relaunch its existing website
so that the new website can accept tour bookings and payment, and
also quickly notify the customers of any changes to their bookings. The
new website will also allow the applicant to efficiently manage its eco-
guides by recording their working hours and calculating their earnings.

The applicants come in many kinds: apart from those engaged
in outbound business and local tours, one applicant is a specialist in
organising charter tours for conventions. Many changes will occur
from the conception of a tour to its completion, which usually takes
six to nine months, and the steps involved in each change are long
and tedious because communication with the customers and con-
firmation in writing are required in each step. The applicant wants
to incorporate a barcode system into its internal system so that if
any changes need to be made in the future, its staff or customers
can make use of the barcodes automatically generated by the new
system when customer information is entered into it, and these bar-
codes can also be used at the venue of the convention to allow its
staff to easily identify the attendees.

Judging from today’s trends of the online travel market, it is
very clear that members have little choice but to invest more
efforts in developing their online business. Having said that,
they should realise that in the world of IT, there is no such
thing as one-off efforts. Even if they spend a large sum of money
on IT this year, they still need to keep investing in IT upgrades in
the coming years in order to hold the lead over their rivals. That is
because IT can only create for members relative advantages, but
not absolute advantages.

Let’s use an example to explain what a relative advantage is.
Suppose there are 100 travel agents, among which 10 have online
booking systems. These 10 agents, therefore, have a relative advantage
over the other 90 agents in the form of their online booking systems.
However, once all these 90 agents have acquired online booking sys-
tems, this particular relative advantage enjoyed by the 10 agents will
disappear. Any agents wishing to be ahead of others will then need to
look for some other relative advantages. As absolute advantages are
rare to come by whether in the travel industry or in the world of
IT, members need to look for their own new relative advantages

while they still get hold of existing ones. Ilf
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